I
walked into the intermediate care unit for the first time, a second-year student entering a ward filled with patients suffering from severe disease and debilitation. Most suffered from a panoply of illnesses obscuring any single impending cause of death. Many were dying from diseases with widely recognized risk factors: patients who smoked heavily now ventilator dependent, a morbidly obese patient dying of heart failure, a patient with alcoholism suffering with liver damage. It seemed I was walking in at the end of a story.
The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study offers a beginning by providing an understanding of why some people cannot effectively care for themselves. The Centers for Disease Control, collaborating with the Health Appraisal Clinic in San Diego, studies the life-long health effects of early childhood abuse on 17 000 patients. This cohort was drawn from members of the San Diego branch of the US Health Insurer Kaiser Permanente; the cohort was neither impoverished nor uneducated and matched social norms in education and income. 1 Participants in the study completed a questionnaire covering three categories: major physical, sexual or psychological abuse, severe neglect, and major household dysfunction. Each participant was given an ACE score from 1 to 7. These early experiences, when measured and quantified as an ACE score, have a strong doseresponse correlation with illnesses that are both devastating and common later in life, many one would not have thought of as arising from childhood trauma.
The A high ACE score is associated with a greater risk of tobacco, alcohol and drug use, of overeating and of high-risk sexual behaviour. The study's head researcher postulates that this may be related to "self-treatment of concealed problems that occurred in childhood." 2 This self treatment has enormous human and financial costs. Increased ACEs mean increased rates of ischemic heart disease, of liver disease, of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), lung cancer and sexually transmitted infections. It means more teen pregnancy and fetal death, more depression and hallucinations, more suicidal thoughts and behaviours, and more prescription drug use. 2 And it's not just risk factors leading to disease: chronic stress is toxic, which perhaps explains why a traumatic childhood means, for example, more autoimmune disease, and that the higher rates of COPD that are only partially reduced by correcting for smoking. 
